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If you are reading this book review, you are likely an aca-
demic. You have likely traveled some, and you’ve probably
found yourself several times in a city far away from your
own, in a restaurant that you will never visit again. How
did you tip the waiter on those occasions? Chances are
you tipped him as well as you typically tip in restaurants
you visit repeatedly. Studies have shown that this is what
people do. From a cold, rational, self-interested stand-
point, this behavior makes no sense. Tipping well in a res-
taurant you go to often may be an efficient way to get good
service the next time. In a restaurant you’ll never visit again,
however, there won’t be a next time.
This is one of the many examples of human behavior that
defies the traditional assumption in economics that hu-
mans are rational agents that make decisions based on
self-interest. It seems, on the contrary, that humans have
a natural tendency toward empathy and fairness that is
strongly tied to emotions and feelings. Indeed, when asked
why they tip equally well in a restaurant they’ll never visit
again, people say that they would feel bad for the waiter.
The study of empathy and fairness has been tradition-
ally of interest to philosophers, economists, and social sci-
entists. Recently, however, a wave of studies has looked
at the neurobiological underpinnings of empathic behavior
and fairness. The book Empathy and Fairness, published
by John Wiley and Sons as part of the Novartis Foundation
Symposium book series, is a good source of information
to use to catch up with these new studies.
The books in this series are derived from symposia held
at the Novartis Foundation in London. Empathy and Fair-
ness is based on a symposium proposed by Chris Frith,
Uta Frith, Tanya Singer, and Sarah-Jayne Blakemore. The
book, as is typical of books in the series, is composed of
papers delivered by the speakers of the symposium, tran-
scripts of the discussions that followed the individual pa-
pers, and transcripts of general discussions among all par-
ticipants. As expected, given the topic of the symposium,
the list of participants is quite eclectic, including not only
neuroscientists and psychologists, but also philosophers,
ethologists, anthropologists, and so on. This is one of the
strengths of the book. It gives the reader a good sense of
how this complex topic is addressed at different levels of
description by different types of scholars. The major chal-
lenge is obviously the integration of these different levels
of descriptions. The discussions among scientists clearly
reflect the admirable attempt of, but also the struggle often
associated with, achieving such integration.438 Neuron 56, November 8, 2007 ª2007 Elsevier Inc.The book opens with a paper by Vittorio Gallese, who
proposes that mirror neurons are key neural elements for
empathy. These cells, discovered in the macaque brain
less than 20 years ago, fire when the monkey performs
goal-directed actions and when the animal sees some-
body else performing the same actions. By providing a
neural mechanism of simulation of the actions of other
individuals, these neurons allow the understanding of im-
portant mental phenomena associated with those actions,
from intentions to emotions. The role of emotions in empa-
thy and social behavior is also discussed in the papers
written by James Blair and Ralph Adolphs, which are both
centered on the neural basis of perceiving facial emotional
expressions. While Blair focuses mostly on brain imaging
data obtained in healthy subjects and psychiatric patients,
Ralph Adolphs discusses data obtained in brain-damaged
patients and in the role of the amygdala in the perception
of facial emotional expressions.
The other ten papers of this collection deal with fasci-
nating topics that address concepts essential for our so-
cial behavior, from altruism and egalitarianism (Paul Van
Lange), to cooperative behavior (Robert Frank) and dis-
tributive justice (Jonathan Wolff). Chris Frith brilliantly pref-
aces and summarizes this necessarily complex field in the
introductory remarks. He says that while fairness tends
to be studied mainly in neuroeconomics (a new discipline
integrating systems neuroscience with games used in
economics, as discussed in Tanya Singer’s paper), empa-
thy is mainly investigated by studying phenomena of
mirroring, an attempt inspired by the discovery of mirror
neurons in the macaque brain. Frith’s intuition is that both
empathy and fairness represent the basis of moral behav-
ior. I couldn’t agree more.
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ence of empathy and fairness, and of the studies on animal
behavior that look at the evolutionary precursors of human
morality, is the notion that our biological makeup may be a
major determinant of our morality. While this issue is not
explicitly discussed in the book, it clearly represents the
most important implicit message that comes out from this
collection of papers. Classically, biological determinism is
invoked as the cause of self-serving individualism, while
prosocial behavior is explained by assuming that our intel-
lect makes us rise above our neurobiological makeup. In
contrast, the neuroscience of empathy suggests that the
evolutionary process has shaped neurobiological systems
for a secular morality. These neural systems make us wired
for empathy. What seems to emerge is that, in opposition to
traditionally held ideas, our beliefs get in the way and make
us less empathic. Indeed, as Paul Van Lange says in an illu-
minating comment during the discussion of his paper on theanalysis of altruism and egalitarianism during social inter-
actions, ‘‘Individuals are fairly trustful of one another, but
groupsare verydistrustful of one another.’’ While individuals
can mirror each other, and thus can understand each other
at a very basic, prereflective level, groups confront each
other propositionally and reflectively. Contrasting political
and religious belief systems may often result ina tragicclash
of cultures, as we have seen around the world.
There is hope, though. The neuroscience of empathy
and fairness is revealing that the primate brain—the human
brain in particular—is endowed with powerful neurobiolog-
ical mechanisms for empathy. This newly acquired knowl-
edge is obviously reaching our propositional, explicit level
of understanding ourselves. Hopefully, this explicit level
of understanding our own empathic nature will soon be a
factor in the deliberate, reflective discourse that shapes
our society. Books such as Empathy and Fairness can only
accelerate this process.
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